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CODES AND STANDARDS FOR MOBILE HOME COMMUNITIES PAST - PRESENT - AND FUTURE
by
Herbert Behrend, P.E.*

INTRODUCTION
A mobile home community is more than a mobile home park.
PEOPLE make a mobile home park a mobile home community.
A mobile home community is a friendly neighborhood to which
you belong, and with which you identify yourself. People need to
be given a chance to recreate—to restore and refresh their strength
and spirit within their living environment. They should not need
to drive away to find recreation. Communities throughout history
have fulfilled these basic needs; needs which can be summarized
in the following four potential activities:
- To walk safely around the neighborhood at any time.
- To explore nature while strolling or riding down the wooded
path.
- To enjoy a patch of green with all the privacy and space
needed.
- To be able to go to sleep without nearby traffic noise.
These activities need to be translated into CODE LANGUAGE.
Urban sprawl is the result of gridiron designs, and, by the
same token, good and clever land planning helps community de
velopment. The small community, the neighborhood, is an im 
portant link between the home and the nation.
To further ramify the scope of this paper, a few quotes ap
pear appropriate: “ Man is the only creative animal on earth,
though paradoxically his resistance to change sometimes can be
almost heroically obstinate. He builds institutions in order to
preserve past innovations, but in that very act often fails to pro
mote the environment for the growth of new ones” ; Robert S.
McNamara in his book ‘The Essence of Security’ . Thomas Jef
ferson has said the following: “ I am not an advocate for frequent
changes for laws and Constitutions, but laws and Constitutions
must go hand-in-hand with the progress of the human mind. As
new discoveries are made and as manners and opinions change
with the change of circumstances, institutions must advance to
keep pace with the time. ” To explore this thought one step fur
ther, codes and standards can become a catalyst for new innova
tions. This is expressed in a quote by Jean Monnet, who delivered
the Common Market: “ Human nature does not change, but when
nations and men accept the same rules and the same institutions
to make sure they are applied, their behavior towards each other
changes. This is the process of civilization itself. ”
Indeed, new rules demand new institutions, and change they
must. Conflict is inevitable. Just imagine what lies ahead of us:
by 1980 between two-thirds and 80% of all housing built in this
country will be factory-made (according to Secretary Romney).
And, the past was not without conflict either. To describe the
past, present and future of codes and standards for mobile home
communities, and to come up with a few conclusions, is the pur
pose of this paper.
PAST

Temporary housing has a tendency to become permanent hous
ing. The “ trailer” was considered a temporary shelter for people
in transit. It measured only 22* x 7* in the 1930’s and would not
have been considered a safe and sanitary form of dwelling by ex
isting housing standards. A number of trailers usually were
grouped together to use common sanitary facilities located in a
nearby service building.
Public resentment of these “ trailer camps” became obvious
when some kind of justification prevailed that its occupants used
the trailer indiscriminately, and not for the purpose it was orig
inally designed. In a court case at Orchard Lake, Michigan, 1936,
^Mobile Home Research Foundation. Director of Planning and
Consulting Services, Mobile Home Manufacturers Association,
6650 N. Northwest Hwy. Chicago, Illinois 60631.
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People v. Gumarsol, (1) the Chief of Police testified that, “ trailerites roll in and proceed to enjoy all the privileges of the lake
without paying taxes . . . and they aren’t discreet in getting into
bathing suits, either. ” Public resentment was not directed against
the trailer per se, but against the people who owned and occupied
them. Tax issues and vague moral issues appeared at this early
stage.
Communities were unprepared to regulate the trailer. So far,
the trailer had been subject only to state vehicle codes outside the
jurisdiction of municipal control. When local governments expe
rienced some problems with the trailer as a dwelling and desired
to regulate this type of housing, they found that legal precedence
did not exist. The tourist cabin appeared to be a similar form of
housing and early trailer ordinances, therefore, were patterned
after existing ordinances regulating the tourist cabin. These or
dinances limited the location of trailer courts to non-residential
land uses and provided for only short-term occupancy. To control
its transiency, trailers were allowed to be parked only in licensed
courts.
To apply building and housing codes to the trailer appeared
invalid because the trailer was considered as an automobile acces
sory. An entirely new set of rules for a new form of housing
needed to be established. There is no evidence that this problem
was solved, nor even trackled, before the end of World War n .
Only some strange and misplaced provisions to prohibit the re
moval of trailer wheels appeared in the 1930’s . Regulations of
this kind boomeranged and solidified the position not to apply local
building and housing codes to the trailer. In addition, this point of
view paved the way for the industry to develop their own set of
standards, regulations, and ordinances.
World War H prompted a housing crisis and trailers were
used increasingly as permanent housing. The Federal Govern
ment recognized its availability as expedient substitute housing
and tolerated its use, hoping that the housing market would return
to normal. However, housing shortage increased and more peo
ple turned to the trailer to house their families. And so, the
temporary shelter became more and more a permanent dwelling.
Larger and larger units were produced containing kitchen, toilet,
and complete bathing facilities. The complete independent housing
unit appeared in the 1940's, and the evolution from the trailer to
the mobile home was completed. The mobile home functioned as
a house, similar to any other single-family dwelling. When the
housing crisis in the early 1950’s subsided, the livability of the
mobile home reached a point where they were competitive with
low-cost housing and the mobile home industry pointed out at that
time that, “ the mobile home is here to stay. ” In 1956, the name
change from “ trailers” to “ mobile homes” was made official by
the Mobile Homes Manufacturers Association. The reason was
to distinguish between mobile homes and travel trailers, i .e .
between dwellings used for permanent occupancy and short-term
occupancy.
Most other ingredients which made the mobile home possible
had at first a negative effect but became a blessing in disguise.
Local regulatory agencies ignored the mobile home and yielded
its control to State Motor Vehicle Departments for proper licens
ing. Sanitation problems and other health and safety hazards fell
by default of local agencies into the jurisdiction of the State Health
Departments. The Federal Government provided guide lines in
the form of publications. The U.S. Public Health Service issued
in 1953, “ Trailer Court Sanitation with Suggested Ordinances
and Regulations. ” F.H .A . followed five years later with “ Mini
mum Property Standards for Mobile Home Courts. ” All standards
and ordinances were updated from time to time in close cooperation
with MHMA and affiliated industry associations. Today, these
standards have found their way into a new document recently pub
lished: American National Standards Institute (ANSI), A119.3,

which is a companion to A119.1 and covers the area of Mobile
Home Park Standards.
Governments in all levels did not fully recognize the need for
solving problems in areas concerning zoning. Their typical re
sponse at critical times was to relax various provisions in their
ordinance, in particular, the ones related to time limits subscrib
ing the length of stay of families in their community. Gradually,
tourist-court ordinances, with their time limit provisions, be
came less frequently the basis for litigation; instead, building and
housing codes became the subject matter on which court decisions
were based. The effect was that courts considered the mobile
home as a dwelling rather than a vehicle. This became the rule
compared with earlier findings.
Throughout the years, the courts made certain basic decisions
which involved constitutionality of zoning ordinances which pro
hibited mobile homes from entire political subdivisions. In the
State of New Jersey, mobile home park development was curtailed,
and practically lay dormant for 10 years because of the decision
in the famous “ Vickers” (2) case in 1962. The validity of an or
dinance prohibiting mobile home parks in the township was sus
tained by the Supreme Court of New Jersey and dismissed by the
Supreme Court of the United States. However, otherwise courts
were generally consistent in holding this type of ordinance as
unconstitutional because they were beyond the reasonable exer
cise of police power. They were considered an infringement of
the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution as it af
fects the property rights of individuals. Even in cases which
involved individual mobile homes on individual lots, it was ruled
that the police power cannot be invoked on purely aesthetic
grounds. (3)
However, regardless of how numerous these cases, the mo
bile home remained a form of housing to be allowed in mobile
home parks only, and the mobile home park remained in areas of
non-residential zoning and land uses. When laws of this kind were
challenged, courts usually overruled such laws but many commu
nities never experienced such challenge, and in effect still prohibit
mobile homes today.
In the meantime, the mobile home industry continuously im
proved its product. They improved their design without cost in
creases; they doubled and tripled the floor area while decreasing
construction cost per square foot from $10.00 to $8.50. They
made mobile home living more convenient and more desirable.
Last, but not least, the industry adopted self-imposed standards.
These standards covered, in particular, the quality of its heating,
plumbing, and electrical systems; structurally, at the time, the
mobile home was still a trailer. The MHMA code was approved
by the American Standards Association in March, 1963. A stan
dard seal placed near the door of each mobile home acknowledged
that this particular unit was built in accordance with ASA 119.1
Standard (ANSI A119.1) and gave the prospective mobile home
purchaser obvious and apparent consumer protection. Policing
of this code was conducted by MHMA except in the State of Cali
fornia. However, today 27 states have adopted this particular
code and enforce it on state level, alleviating, thereby, a situation
which can be considered a weakness in code enforcement. Soon
after adoption of the Standard for Electrical, Plumbing and Heating
Systems, it became apparent that this code lacked a vital portion
so important for building officials and local enforcement agencies:
a standard for body and frame construction. To fill such need,
MHMA and the Trailer Coach Association, (the west coast affiliate
of MHMA) began to develop construction performance specifications.
In 1967, the membership of these organizations accepted a model
code entitled “ Minimum Body and Frame Design and Construction
Standards. ” This code was claimed to be the first performance
standard of its kind in the entire home construction industry.
Despite improvements in the area of standards and standard
enforcement, and despite the fact that the mobile home industry
indeed provided low-cost housing acceptable to the public, it be
came obvious that these changes have not significantly influenced
the attitude towards mobile homes of regulatory bodies of most
communities. This practice had the effect that mobile home parks
were designed and mobile home communities were managed as a
separate entity, not included in the general plan of a community,
and their residents remained, to some extent, outside the main
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stream of the community and experienced an isolating effect.
Today, it appears that the mobile home industry has gone
through a period of time in which lack of interest and initiative by
most municipalities to establish new legislation for a new type of
housing has brought about our present situation.
PRESENT
The advent of the mobile home is an American phenomenon.
What brought it about? Was it the image of the covered wagon?
Was it excessive horsepower of the American automobile which
enabled it to pull a heavy travel trailer? Was it that the postwar
affluent American could afford a “ toy” like that? Or, was it
because our institutions condoned them until they could not wish
them away anymore ?
In his last presentation, before the same forum, the author
gave evidence through charts and slides that room modules manu
factured as large as practicable will inevitably succeed to provide
the bulk of housing in the future. (4) Only the mobile home was
able to meet certain criteria established as prerequisites to pro
vide low -cost housing. They can be summarized as follows:
capacity to produce in an economy of scale; speed of construction
and fast turnover of capital; efficiency of a factory environment;
mass purchasing and package financing. It was demonstrated that
only simultaneous application of all qualities involved can produce
low-cost housing, that any one quality without the other is inade
quate, and that half measures cannot succeed. This is the reason
the mobile home industry continues to break records, both in the
area of production and cost per square foot. E .g . Today, it is a
known fact that “ modulars” , in order to be competitive, must be
sold before they are manufactured. Why? Because they must
comply to local codes and standards. While 95% of the construc
tion can comply to general standards, the remaining 5% have to
be walked down the assembly line due to compliances with local
standards. Therefore, modulars have little cost advantage over
stick-built housing. Of course, on-site labor expense is another
important factor, which increases cost tremendously. But, the
lack of uniform codes and standards is the real problem.
Government subsidies for marginal construction methods and
projects only prolong the process to lower costs per square foot
and if an entire antiquated building industry is subsidized, all
benefits technology can provide for the public are forestalled.
Feather-bedding of the home building industry by the government
through subsidies of all kinds occurred in Germany during the
post-war decades. The result is evident: The building industry
remained relatively undeveloped and neither produced “ m iracles”
nor a “ breakthrough” . In the United States, a similar experience
is possible if subsidies are handled carelessly and the vital branches
of our industry are neglected in favor of the sick ones.
Following is an example of governmental cross-purpose pol
icies: The FHA office in a larger city in the southwest insured
loans for the construction of various mobile home parks in the
area with the result that more than one thousand of its spaces are
vacant at the present time. What happened? FHA insured other
housing projects simultaneously through interest and rent subsidy
programs 235 and 236, which have lower down payments and lower
monthly payments than people could expect to pay when living in a
mobile home park. Now, the taxpayer has to pay the “ difference” ;
first, in terms of delinquent mortgage payments for mobile home
park developments and then, in terms of subsidies for low-income
families who cannot quite afford the homes in which they live.
Secretary Romney, in his housing goal report in June, 1971,
told Congress (5):
“ Assuming completion of six million subsidized units.. . .
by 1978, estimates suggest the government will be paying
at least $7.5 billion annually in subsidies. Over the life
of the mortgages, this could amount to the staggering
total of more than $200 billion. ”
There is no question about the popularity of the subsidy programs
235 and 236, but the Secretary describes his concern (5):
“ I find no real incentive in there for anybody to see that
this program is going to operate on the soundest possible
basis other than those of us in the federal departments.
Everybody is out there to take advantage of the situation. ”

These new separation requirements, in conjunction with lot
coverage ratios, are today generally accepted standards on a
national level. They will become, sooner or later, an every day
working tool for the mobile home park designer. Particularly
the resourceful designer will explore new concepts and the progres
sive builder will find practical applications.
The following illustrations are a first step in the right direction
making use of “ zero clearance between units” and “ zero open
space depth. ” Figure D.S. illustrates a mobile home duplex
placed centrally on the lot line with fire resistant material between
the units. To carry this thought further, Figures S .F .P . and S.F.
show a fourplex based on the same principle.
Methods and concepts applied to single wides normally work
as well when applied to doublewides. Figure D .F . demonstrates
an eight-unit cluster without any accessory structures. The yard
is private and spacious. This concept can be expanded to triple
wides if interior courts or skylights are introduced.
Accessory structures indeed can “ make the difference” and
build up the area between the mobile home stands. See Figure
R .L .F . If this figure is studied carefully, it should be noted that
this unit arrangement secures privacy at its optimum.
The kitchen of one unit is not located near the kitchen of the
next unit, and the bathroom of one unit is not located near the bath
room of the next unit, and so o n ... This layout compares favorably
with similar layouts of apartment and condominium type housing
where kitchens and bathrooms of neighboring living units are lo
cated next to each other in order to be served by the same plumb
ing tree.
Further study will reveal other advantages. And certainly,
many more combinations are possible and perhaps practicable,
yet, what has been demonstrated is — that code changes and new
standards can set new trends and become a catalyst for innovations.
They should reflect the thoughts of the time, and zero clearance
between mobile homes is a new and workable thought which can
stimulate park development beyond expectation.

And, he continues (5):
“ We are getting letters, in which families say so-and-so
moved next door in a new home. They are subsidized.
My income is what theirs is. I bought my home. Why
should I help pay for this family” ?
Housing is an area which is highly political. Therefore, im
provements in this area can have significant effects on lowering
the cost of housing. Feather-bedding and nourishing of an ailing
conventional home building industry and obsolete codes and stan
dards are political factors which make it difficult to attain lower
costs in housing and a home everyone can afford to own. Accord
ing to a recent survey, 85% of all Americans want to own a home
and obviously are aware of all its accompanying responsibilities
and satisfactions. Only 65% achieve this goal and the gap is in
creasing. That is our situation today, what will the future bring ?
FUTURE
A promising future for the mobile home industry lies ahead,
if the success story of the ANSI Standard A119 continues and is
broadened to include codes for entire mobile home community
developments. But, a standard is only as good as its insitution,
which created it and which is authorized to improve and change it.
ANSI A119 not only incorporates the latest knowledge and judgment
of the people most experienced in this type of housing, it also rep
resents all parties concerned in a proper relationship. Committee
representation includes at the present time, six representatives
from public agencies, (Federal, State and Municipalities), five
from the manufacturing industry, four from independent testing
and code writing organizations, three from consumer organizations,
two from commerce organizations, and one from insurance com
panies.
The program presently under way to introduce and to promul
gate the new ANSI Standard as State law is being accelerated. It
is a minimum standard below which no community should fall. No
changes should be made during the course of adoption to prevent
restrictive practices. Therefore, it is so important to adopt stan
dards by reference. The latest edition should automatically super
sede the prior one on any governmental level and should be in force
immediately following its adoption by ANSI.
This described course of action is typical for highly technical
standards. There is no reason why it should not also be applied
for codes and standards including zoning regulations for mobile
home parks. Existing model ordinances and standards developed
by HUD or HEW could be merged and rewritten by ANSI’s techni
cal committees and processed in the same manner as ANSI’s
technical standards for mobile homes with the result of creating a
uniform code for mobile home communities.
A clear distinction should be made between zoning, building
and housing codes. Zoning should concern itself only with longrange planning and broad density regulations. Building codes
should regulate only the construction of a new development and
housing codes should guard the environment and govern the area
of maintenance.
A model ordinance which adheres to these principles appears
as part of the Environmental Health Guide. (6) This HEW publica
tion recommends standards which set forth minimum lot coverage
ratios - a new tool to regulate lot sizes. No reference is made to
lot width, lot depth and yard requirements. Lot coverage ratios
take their place. Here is the way this subject is treated:
“ Mobile home stands shall not occupy an area in excess of
one-third of the respective lot area. The accumulated oc
cupied area of the mobile home and its accessory structures
shall not exceed two-thirds of the respective lot area. ”

PATIO

MOBILE HOME
LOT L IN E""^

MOBILE HOME

DUPLEX
Fig. D .S.

This is a new method to regulate lot sizes. It eliminates lot
width, depth, and rigid square foot requirements and it also re
laxes separation requirements. To quote from the Environmental
Health Guide: “ The minimum distance (between mobile homes)
can be z e ro .. . .when the plan incorporates means of fire protec
tion. . . . ” Side and rear lot lines become insignificant; as a matter
of fact, they become quite frequently synonymous with building
lines since it is now possible to build up and improve the lot exactly
to this line.
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CONCLUSION
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1. The mobile home industry should improve its low research
intensity. Research precedes standards development. Universities
and other research institutions should assist in this task. Profes
sional societies should become more involved. To quote from the
Douglas Commission Report (8):
“ It is extremely necessary to bring into these operations
(of code development) groups, such as the professional
engineers and architects, who have not participated fully
in national endeavors relating to standards and product
approval. ”
2. The mobile home industry should accelerate their program
to develop codes fo r park construction (Building Code) and commu
nity maintenance (Housing Code). This should be done through the
American National Standards Institute. ANSI should insist upon
adoption of their code exclusively by reference in order to main
tain control of code changes and to prevent that obsolete require
ments remain as law on the books indefinitely and multiply the
deviations from one local code to another. Institutional changes
are needed to allow for automatic adoption by reference. P ro
posals for changes of this kind appear in “ Recommendation #1”
of the Douglas Commission Report (7) entitled: “ Establishment
of a Council for Development Standards. ”
3. The mobile home industry should concentrate more on
competition from without rather than from within and develop a
visually more appealing house which can satisfy the aesthetics of
the community. If the mobile home remains in public opinion,
housing for lower income only, then even the poor people don’t
want it.
Improvements in these three areas - aesthetics, uniform
codes, and involvement of the best resources - will result in
diminishing the isolating effect which mobile home parks expe
rience today. Mobile home communities then will be included in
the general plan of the municipality and become part of community
life with all its convenience, comfort and beauty.
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